[Research Note] The Rum Revival : Considerations Beyond the Dram by William F. O\u27Connor
143
Abstract
   The author exams various aspects of rum with special emphasis on the 
current “revival” of the beverage. He ends with a suggestion for innova-
tive marketing.
Caning the Beet and Upbeat Statistics
Any discussion of rum must begin by defining its parameters. Though 
closely identified with the Caribbean, its production is not bound to any re-
gion. In fact, the same brand can actually be produced in two places that are 
highly dissimilar, as in the case of Bristol Classic Rum, which is distilled in 
Haiti but matured in England.  Rum’s provenance, too, cannot be pinned 
down with any degree of certainty, with some like Maggie Campbell, Dip-
WSET, asserting that “Rum is definitely thought to ［sic］ originate through-
out the Caribbean
１）
….,” while others like Broom calling “India—Home of 
the First Cane Spirit
２）
.” Like Campbell with her vaguely oxymoronic “defi-
nitely thought to” statement, Broom hedges on this when he later writes, “…
it would appear ［emphasis added］ that cane spirit’s origins lie in India.” 
The origins may be a bit murky, though I believe that the preponderance of 
evidence points to Asia. What is clear is that rum is, geographically speak-
ing, a free spirit, if you will pardon the pun. Rum is also free from universal 
labeling restrictions, which can be detrimental when marketing to upmarket 
consumers, many of whom want reliable and consistent information about 
the product that they might purchase.  Broom writes, “What is legal in one 
place isn’t allowed in another
３）
.” When it comes to the raw material used in 
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the production of the beverage, however, the term may only be applied to 
cane-based spirits. In other words, the beet does not beat the cane: it is the 
cane that canes the beet back to its redoubt in the Czech Republic, where it 
is known as Tuzemák. The sugar used can be in the form of crystals, juice, 
or molasses, but it must be from the sweetest of grasses—the sugarcane. 
Despite the flavorsomeness of the contents of the Hurricane glass, the 
spirit has some unsavory connections, mostly historical, that have placed 
constraints on its ability to attract exceedingly large numbers of drinkers in 
the same way as wine and beer do. First, there is the odious connection to 
the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Second, there is the once frequently used term 
“rummy,” which denotatively referred to a rum-drinking alcoholic but con-
notatively evoked images of dereliction and wantonness brought about by 
the consumption of any cheap alcoholic beverage. Third, there is the con-
nection to the Royal Navy through that institution’s former practice of dis-
pensing daily allotments of rum to its sailors but by extension an association 
with British imperialism, floggings, press gangs, and more. Fourth, it is an 
alcoholic drink produced from sugar, hardly a salubrious choice for the 
health conscious. Fortunately, for the drink and its producers the statistics 
suggest a brighter future, especially for higher-end rums.
A U.S. Newswire report dated March 24, 2015, cited the following statis-
tics for the various quality segments. Juxtaposing the CAGRs for low-
priced, value, and standard rums with those of the high-end rums is quite re-
vealing.
While the low-price （+1% CAGR）, value （+1% CAGR） and standard 
（+1.5% CAGR） rum market segments recorded moderate growth be-
tween 2008 and 2013, higher qualities such as premium （+7.8% CA-
GR）, super-premium （+9.2% CAGR） and ultra-premium （+48.1% 
CAGR） all “outpaced the market,” the report states
４）
.
The same report reveals that “the white rum category was virtually flat” 
during the same period, “recording a CAGR of -0.3%....
５）
” As many white 
rums are column-distilled, lacking in complexity and directed at the deni-
zens of Daiquiriland, who like their libations simple and sweet, the figures 
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above suggest that many of today’s rum drinkers are seeking a sensory ex-
perience that is complex, diverse, and, as will be explained below, imbued 
with characteristics that are not dissimilar to those that appeal to cosplay 
participants.
Combining these global figures with information gleaned by BMI from 
the purported birthplace of rum—the Caribbean—indicates that even in 
some middle-income countries the number of drinkers seeking a higher-end 
experience is growing.
［W］e forecast robust growth for most drink categories over our 2018-
2022 forecast period, as incomes rise and premiumisation opportunities 
arise on the back of a generally improving economic outlook for the re-
gion. Value growth will outpace volume growth, particularly in beer and 




Though consumed locally, not all of these drinks are imbibed by the lo-
cals: tourism plays a major role in consumption. That being said, it is clear 
from the BMI report that a growing middle class is looking for quality in its 
alcoholic drinks, and rum is high on the list.
［T］he Caribbean spirits industry is dominated by rum…. Rum plays an 
important social role in the Caribbean—as one of its defining regional 
products—and therefore domestic demand is expected to continue to 
increase with rising affluence. Premiumisation is likely to play an in-
creasing role….
７）
To better serve this nascent market, Trinidad and Tobago distiller Angos-
tura “announced the launch of a new, super-premium, 15-year-old aged rum 
- Angostura 1787
８）
” in 2016. In 2017, it decided to basically drop the quantity 
in favor of the quality. Angostura made a “strategic decision to downsize the 
loss-making export bulk rum business and focus on brand building
９）
.” The 
decision was motivated by the sharp decline in bulk rum sales, which com-




 Gilding the Lily, Plugging the Patina of Patrimony, Hitting the Books, 
or New Sensations?
In a 2007 MarketWatch report on Beam Global, the writer offers this pithy 
piece of advice: “The key message to producers and marketers is that they 
must avoid being stuck in middle—they should either go premium or go 
economy
11）
.” The writer does not directly explain why extreme qualitative 
product bifurcation makes sense, but most readers can understand intuitively 
why this might be good advice. Linguistic evidence for the inferiority of “the 
middle” abounds. The English language is replete with words and phrases 
related to it that have negative connotations; e.g., mediocre, tepid, middle-
brow, middle of the road.  True, the word lowbrow has very negative conno-
tations, but it is, after all, associated with the masses and, by extension, mass 
marketing. 
It is clear that the market for alcoholic beverages is not monolithic; there-
fore, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to sales. It is not amorphous, ei-
ther. It can be crudely segmented using the dichotomy cited in WSET’s An 
Introduction to Marketing Alcoholic Beverages, viewed as comprised of two 
camps—high-involvement consumers and low-involvement consumers. 
The latter group is fairly easily accommodated. In the case of rum, it would 
be served by delivering a product that meets their pedestrian expectations at 
a price that is comfortably within their price range （i.e., economical） with-
out overloading them with what they would perceive as unnecessary and 
nettlesome information. The focus of the rest of this paper will be on efforts 
to attract and/or accommodate the former—the high-involvement consum-
ers—who are defined as people who “have a deep interest in the drinks they 
buy and consume” and are characterized as “keen to experiment and try new 
products within their favourite category and tend to be high spending
12）
.”
The following steps are being taken to enhance, accelerate, sustain, and 
exploit the rum revival. First, there is range extension, which is nicely illus-
trated on the Remy-Cointreau homepage for Mount Gay: Mount Gay 
Eclipse （1910）, Mount Extra Old （1994）, 1703 Master Select （2009）, and 
Mount Gay Black Barrel （2013
13）
）. Is this an example of gilding the lily, or 
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are there meaningful differences here? The issue is beyond the purview of 
this paper but worthy of consideration. Second, there is premiumization, 
which sometimes involves attempts to publicize and exploit a given brand’s 
history, as is evidenced by Beam’s repackaging of Ronrico Rum. “The new 
shield label design is…intended to highlight the brand’s heritage…. Authen-
ticity is an important indicator of quality and…enhances a brand’s premium 
credentials. The re-labeling of Ronrico… ［focuses］ on the brand’s crest and 
the year 1860
14）
.” Authenticity is a concept fraught with potential problems for 
marketers. Is sushi really Japanese? Third, the academic community is be-
ginning to pay serious attention to the drink, as is evidenced by one recently 
published paper whose utility is immediately apparent from its title: “Novel 
Creation of a Rum Flavor Lexicon Through the Use of Web-Based Materi-
al,” which resulted in the production of the world’s first “Rum Flavor 
Wheel
15）
.” This should facilitate communication between and among profes-
sional tasters, marketers, and aficionados. Finally, there is, for some at least, 
the new sensation represented by their discovery of rhum agricole—so little 
known outside its traditional territory that even my Microsoft Word spell-
checker is rejecting the “rhum” spelling. A recently published article in The 
New York Times asserts that it has “grassy, smoky, funky notes” and claims, 
in a most likely momentary lapse in logic/style, that it “would seem more 
［sic］ ‘pure
16）
.’” The Brazilians apparently anticipated future foreign interest 
in rhum agricole and the potential for their version thereof—cachaça—
when they set up the Brazilian Institute of Cachaça in 2006. “The institute 
has been engaged in the negotiations regarding a technical regulation defin-
ing the specifications of cachaça, identifying where it can be produced, who 
can use this name, and even the possibility of being granted a protected des-
ignation of origin status
17）
….”
Some Call It Kitsch; Others May Call It Alcoholic Cosplay
It stands to reason that the bar scene would play an important role in the 
marketing of rum, as the spirit features prominently in many cocktails, and, 
unlike the ubiquitous, simple, and foolproof Rum and Coke, many are diffi-
cult to make or require numerous ingredients to do so; hence, they are best 
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left to the professionals. Some professionals these days, the prescient ones, 
realize that they must constantly innovate in order to hold the attention of 
fickle and easily distracted consumers. Molecular mixology, a new term and 
a seemingly new approach to bartending, taps scientific knowhow to en-
hance the sensory experience—especially the visual and the tactile—to re-
ward the drinker with what is hoped will be an unforgettable encounter. The 
adverb “seemingly” is used above because drinks like the Pousse-café and 
Punch Jelly, both of which draw on scientific principles, predate the field of 
molecular mixology. The latter is a drink described by Jerry Thomas in a 
book published in 1862 entitled How to Mix Drinks or the Bon Vivant’s 
Companion.  Gary Regan describes Punch Jelly as follows: “…a drink made 
with cognac and rum…gelatinized with a little isinglass
18）
.” The substance 
used to gelatinize the drink is certain to galvanize those linguistically chal-
lenged vegans who unwittingly consume it! A more recent example of a mo-
lecularly inspired cocktail using rum is that served at London’s Holy Smoke. 
It’s called the “Old Castro.” It is not clear whether the adjective “Old” is 
used to refer to Fidel, as opposed to Raúl or Fidelito, but considering the 
name of the establishment and the fact that Fidel had once been a well-
known cigar smoker, it probably does. The cocktail is described in a Finan-
cial Times article thus: “Havana Club Cuban Barrel Proof rum, infused with 
a Cuban cigar, vanilla and orange bitters, served chilled with vanilla candy 
floss
19）
.” High-end rum served at futuristically themed venues by scientifically 
savvy bartenders—oops, sorry, mixologists—coupled with appropriate his-
trionics should leave a favorable impression on most of the well-heeled pa-
trons who frequent such places.
Any discussion of the bar scene vis-à-vis rum would be remiss if it did 
not mention the Tiki bar, because no other type of bar has done more for the 
spirit. This 20th-century （circa 1930s） faux Polynesian-themed watering 
hole enjoyed much popularity in post-Prohibition America and beyond, with 
singers like Don Ho—he was not limited to extolling the presence of CO2—
performing at such venues and lending a musical “ho, ho, ho” to that bottle 
of rum or, more likely, that cocktail containing rum. One of the first of these 
bars to open its doors was Los Angeles’s Don the Beachcomber, the brain-
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child of Donn Beach, whose name at birth was Ernest Raymond Beau-
mont-Gantt and fittingly—considering the inauthentic nature of the estab-
lishment—not Polynesian. The Beachcomber’s signature cocktail was 
Donn’s creation known as the Zombie. According to Jeff “Beachbum” Ber-
ry, it was Donn’s “crowning achievement” because “it was this one drink 
that ‘kick-started the whole Tiki craze.…
20）
’” Donn’s precise recipe was 
shrouded in secrecy and packaged with hokey marketing techniques, but ev-
erything clicked, and the original Zombie spawned many, largely inferior, 
imitators. 
There is a Tiki bar revival taking place now, one which holds the potential 
for contributing much to the marketing of rum. Stephen Schneider offers an 
interesting insight into the appeal of such places, one that goes beyond the 
flaming libations and ersatz Tonga-esque titillation. 
So while cocktails are, in the final analysis, something wet to drink, 
they are also something to be enjoyed, dwelt upon, discussed. We 
might like the taste of gin, but we drink a martini because it allows us 
to participate in a broader set of cultural narratives that extend from a 
simple desire to dress up and go somewhere nice to more complicated 
invocations of James Bond and jetsetter culture. …the contemporary 
cocktail is first and foremost an exercise in pastiche…. It invokes by-
gone eras…. But as long as there’s something left to savor, we can go 
on imagining that we’re one step closer to the drinking culture of the 




This is cosplay without the sartorial demands.
Closing Time
Political activists know it and good marketers do, too. Lengthy, especially 
logical, explanations, advocating a policy or product lack persuasive power 
and what Lindstrom calls “stickiness
22）
.” In other words, they do not effective-
ly convey the message, and if certain members of the audience do get it, it is 
not likely to be recalled later. However, the same message when put into a 
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song—especially one with a catchy tune—is likely to be easily understood 
and recalled even at a much later date. The Andrew Sisters did it for the Cu-
ba Libre with their “Rum and Coca-Cola,” and I can think of no better way 
to end this essay than to proffer my version of Harry Nilsson’s 1972 hit “Co-
conut.” I hereby dedicate this to Pernod Ricard’s equally popular Malibu.
Coconut
You put the rum in the coconut
You sniff it short and sip
You put the rum in the coconut
You swirl it round your mouth
You put the rum in the coconut
You swallow it and shout
You say, “Wow! The taste is really great!”
You say, “Wow! There’s nutmeg, dates, and mace.”
You say, “Wow! Let me check my Wheel to see
Wow! What other tastes may be….
23）
” 
Well, you get the picture.
Revivals and popularity, like life, are ephemeral. They fade like melting 
ice cubes in a tumbler. To survive, both physically and commercially, one 
must remain au courant, which entails the constant acquisition of informa-
tion and knowhow and the ability to move both vertically and horizontally, 
to be, in some respects at least and at most times, like a shark, in perpetual 
motion. 
Nevertheless, it is also important to refresh the creative and commercial 
juices by taking a break from the storm and stress that is survival, to kick off 
one’s shoes, and sit back and perhaps contemplate one’s accomplishments, 
which is exactly what I will do now, with a glass of rum, of course, drunk 
neat and slow. Bottoms up!
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